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ABSTRACT ^ 

This study attempted to assess the lingui^ttic 
competence of black lower-cla^s speakets within each of two language 
systems: standard English and ^lack English. The subjects were 72 
black kindergarten^ third-, and sixth-graders in a predominantly 
black community in ToledOr Ohio. All children attending the school 
were considered lower-class^ since 90 percent of the children's 
families were on ADC and 100 per cent of the children were eligible 
for the federal school lunch program. A variation of th^ Fraser, 
Bellugi^ and Brown test of imitation, production, and comprehension 
of grammatical contrasts was used. The following categories were used 
to generate four practice items: affirmative/negative, change in 
noun, and prepositions. Eight categories were used to generate 24 
sentence pairs for the test itself. Sentence pairs were in both Black 
and standard English. A speech production task was also used. The 
results showed that production of Black English decreased 
significantly with age. This finding suggests that, at least in a 
-school setting, older black children have the ability to respond 
orally to -a language task in standard English if they perceive the 
situation to be one in which they should do so. (TS) 
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Development of Linguistic Comprehension and 
Production in Lower-Class Black Children 
Judy Gay and Ryan D. Tweney - 
Bowling Green State University 

A number of studies have reported that lower-class Black 
children do more poorly on language related tasks than do middle- 
cla'ss children (Bereiter & Engelmann, 1966; Blank & Solomon, 
1969? Doyle, 1972; Osser, Wang, & Zaid) 1969; Soutfiern ■ & Plant, 
1971; Stern S Gupta, 1970). One explanation of the finding, the 
"dif ference hypo.thesis , " proposes that the speech behavior of 
lower-cla^s Black children is a ftmctional medium of commmica- 
tion that differs grammatically ftom standard English. Descrip-' 
tive studies (Bailey, 1965; Houston, 1969; Labov, Cohen, Robins, 
& Lewis, 1968; Wolfram, 1969) confirm that there are predictable 
grammatical and pWological regularities in Black English* 
Nevertheless, no evidence for the functional significance of 
the difference exists. ' The few experimental studies that have 
been done seem to indicate that two different dialects exist 
(Baratz, 19,69a; Hall & Freedle, 1973; Marwit, Man^it, & Boswell, 
1972; Nurss & Day, 1971; Seitz, 1975; etc.) 

In particular, Nurss and Day (1971) tested Black lower-class 
and ^^hite upper- and lower-class children using the Fraser, 
Bellugi, and Brown (1963) test of imitation, production, and com- 
prehension of grammatical contrasts, Nurss and Day found signi- ^ 
ficantly lower imitation, production, and comprehension of standard 



English in lowe^-class child-ron pf both races, men the imitation - 
and production tasks were rescorod by scoring Black English fea- 
tures as correct, as well as standard .English grammatical features, 
• .however, the scores of the Black children increased significantly 
on the imitation and production tasks and the scores of the lower- 
class White children increased significantly on the production 
' task. Even with rescoring, however, there rem^ained significant 
differonacs in performance between upper- ajad lower-class sub- 
jects. The authors concluded that both a difference in dialects 
and a developmental lag were responsible. 

■ However, the tasks were administered in a non-dominant 
linguistic system and rescored in a dominant system. . The lower- 
class children wore not ^red, then, on understanding of con- 
trasts within their i^rincipal linguistic system, but on under- 
standing of contrasts in an alternate system. Further, the Nurss 
and Day study is subject to a criticism Fernald (1972) has made 
' of all studies using the Fraser et al. task. Since two picture 
choices are generally given in the comprehension task, the child 
has a 500 chance of being correct by guessing. Since no comparable 
proportion exists for the imitation and production tasks, Fernald 
contended that it is indgpropriato to compare comprehension, 
production, and imitation scores. 

The present study attempted to assess the linguistic compe- 
tence of Black lower-class speakers within each of the two language 
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systonis. Baratz (1969a) concludod that most Black children are 
not bi-dialectal since her findings indicated interference between 
language systems* It is likely^ li^owever/ that v/hile the dominant 
Black English system^ may interfere with the ability of Black 
speakers to produce standard English forms, the standard form - 
must be comprohended in order to be receded into the dominant 
system. Consequently, Black speakers may be bi-dialectal in com-^ 
prehension of English though not in ability to produce both dialects 

. A variation of the Eraser et al. (1963) test of grammatical 
contrasts v/as used to measure comprehension and production of 
Black and standard English. It was expected that comprehension 
of Black English Would, not change appreciably from kindergarten 
to sixth-grade, v/hile comprehension of basic contrasts in standard 
English would increase with age. And it was expected that pro- 
duction of Blacko English would not change v/ith age. This hypo- 
thesis is consistent \^ith Labov's (1970) finding that pre-putaerty 
speakers have the. most consistent language system* 

. • Method 

Subjects t ' 

U 

SubjoctG wore 72 Black JcindGrgartGn, third-, and sixth- 
graders in a predominantly Black community in Toledo, Ohio. Over 
90% of the children v;ho attend the school are Black. All children ' 
attending the school wore considered lower-class since DOO of 
the children's farailioo were on ADC and 100% of the children 
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attending tlie school were eligible for the Federal school lunch 
program. 'I^^renty-four children from each grade level served as 
subjects. 

Stimul\xs Il o torials 

A variation of the Fraser ot al. (1963) test of grammatical 
contrasts v^as used. Three categories v/ere used to generate four 
practice items: ^affirmative/negative, change in no\an, and pre- 
ppsitions. Eight categories were used to generate 24 sentence-." 
pairs for the test itself (see Table 1). Sentence pairs were in 
both Black and standard English. 

Categories 1 through 4 ("easy constructions") were chosen 
because they exemplify major differences between standard and 
Black English. Categories 5 through 8 were "hard constructions." 

Tapes of the comprehension stimuli were made by a white 
female speaker using standard English pronunciation. On the 
first tape, three of the six sentence pairs from each category 
were standard English construction's and the other three sentence 
pairs were Black English constructions. On the second tape, the 
dialects were reversed such that standard English- sentences on 
Tape 1 were in Black English on Tape 2 and vice versa. In effect 
than, there v/ere semantic differences between the tapos^ Tape, 
order of sentence presentation, and order of task presentation 
(i.e., whether the comprehension task preceded or followed the 
production task) v/ere counterbalanced. ^ 
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Procedure ^ . 

A. pilot study using Blabk Head Start children revealed that 
spontaneous production could be induced by asking the child whether 
two picturosr v;ere the ^"same" or "different." If the child repliec^^ 
that they were different/ he or she was asked to explain wfiy. 
This procedure was used for the kindergarten children in the 
present study. Older children were merely shovm the pictures 
and asked to "make-up" a sentence to describe each picture. In 
all but one case, the child's utterances provided 3core.able data 
for the production task. The percentage of sentences with at 
least one Black English form was used "as the score. Black gram- 
matical ' forms were scored us^ng classification categories derived 
from Bar at z (1969b, 1970) and Dillard (1972). 

For the comprehension task, subjects V7,ere shown a set of 
^four pictures randomly arranged' in -a square array for each con- 
trast. Since Fernald (1972) showed that tising only two pictures 
leads to a SO^i chance of a subject guessing correctly, the present 
task, which provides four pictures, should be more sensitive. 
Each child heard a taped sentence (the first' of a contrasting pair) . 
and was required to point to the picture that looked most like 
the sentence. The second sentence of the pair was then played and 
the, child v/as required to do the same thing. 

Results 

The results of the production task, contrary to our expectations, 
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showed that production. o£ Black English, deercased significantly 
wi^h-agc. The percentage of sontcnccs containing at least one 
Black English form was 64.2 for kindergarteners, 37.1 for third- 
graders, and 26.2 for sixth-graders. 

Means for-all subj?icQ on the comprehension task are given 
in Table 2. There were significant differences for Age, Diaa^ect, 
Contrasts, and Difficulty (defined by easy vs. hard contrasts) . 
overall, performance was better on Black English than standard, 
and better on easy contrasts than hard contrasts. Older children 
did better than younger children. 
^ There were significant two-way interactions for Age x Tapes, 
Dialect X Tapes, and Contrasts x Age. Essentially , the interac- 
tions with the tapes deemed to have resulted from semantic dif- - 
ferencor. between the tapes, particularly for the:\indergarten 
children.- The Age x Tapes interaction occurred because kinder- 
garteners did better on Tape 1 while both third- and sixth-graders 
did better on Tape 2. The Diale::t x Tapes interaction resulted 
because performance was better in standard English on Tape 1 but 
better in Black English on Tape 2. The Age x Contrast interaction 

can be seen in Table 2. 

spearman rank order correlations were used to compare order 

of difficulty of contrasts between Dialects across Age. For 
kindergarteners, the correlation was .83 (£ < .01), for third- 
graders .86 (E < .01), and for sixth-gtaders .90 (£ < .01). The 



corrolati on between stanc3iard and Black English for all ages com- 

» . ' ■ ' ' ' ■ ■ ' ' 

biricd was .85, Thus, it seems that the order of difficulty of 

4 - 

both language systems is essentially the same within arid across 

• 9 

agos^^ . ^ ' ^ 

There were significarit three-way interactions for Dialect x 
Difficulty x Tapes and Dialect x Contrasts x Tapes; and there was 
* a significant £our-\\ray interaction. Contrasts x Dialect x Age* x 
Tape# It geems that tape differences can largely.be accounted - 
for by the differences of contrast 6 (objects) in both , dialects 
and the differences of contrast 3 (is-are) in standard Englis 

Discussion 

The hypothesis that production of Black English would not 
change significantly with age was contradicted by the data. Pro- 
duction of Black English forms decreased significantly from kindcr- 
-garten to sixth-grade. The finding suggests that, at *least in a 
school setting, older Black children have the ability to respond 
orally to a langu'agc- task in standard English if they perceive 
the situation to be one in which they should do so# This finding 
supports the concert of code-sliding suggesjted by Skupas & Tv;enay 
(1975). 

There. V7ore a number of complex interactions involve'd in the 
l^esent study; but in general it seemed that, although children 
at each age level kncv/ easy BlacJc English contrasts better than' 
standard English contrasts, the acquisition curves of easy contrasts 



in Black Ehglish and standard English were essentially the same. 
Thus/ it appears as though lower-class Black children start school 
with a knowledge of basic contrasts in both Black and standard 
English. Over the next six grades, school exposure leads to more 
concrete understanding of the structures in both Black and stan- 
dard English. 

Baratz's contention that there is interference betv/een lan- 
guage systems is not ruled out by the present findings. • It may 
be that preschool exposure to bdth language systems prevents 
lower-class children from having as concrete an understanding of 
either system as might be possible if just one system were in- 
volved. The present study was not designed to test such a pos- 
sibility. It does not seem to .Be the case, however, that the 
well-documented problems encountered by lower-class Black children 
on language related tasks stem from the fact that both systems 
are not understood . ■ Such problems are more likely to r-sult 
from the fact that both systems are not used. 

The data indica^ted that some contrasts were understood better 
in Black English than in standard English. Children did better 
in Black English on three out of the four easy contrasts — sin- 
gular/plural, is/are, and future tense. Children tended to do 
better in standard English, hov;evor, on the present/past category. 
Although the interaction was not significant in this study, the 
trend parallels that found by Marwit, Marwi,t, and Boswell (1972). 
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They reported that lower-class Black subjects did not supply Black 
Encflish forms in the present tense category on a Berko-type task. 
The consistency of this finding may indicate that, at least v;ithin 
the geographical regions studied. Black English may be a aynamic 
language system which is incorporating more standard English 
forms. If BO, the geographical homogeneity of Black English may 
not be a^^grcat as suggested by Dillard (1972) for example. 

One interesting problem steins from the many interactions that 
occurred>>etv/cen Tapes and other factors. In par,ticular, the 
interaction between Dialect and Tap'esT indicated that even though 
the differences between contrasts v;ere significant, some of the 
sentences vrere easier than others regardless of whether they were 
-presented in standard or Black English. The problem seems to 
have resulted from semantic differences betv;een Tape X and Tape 2, 
wtiich in turn produced the observed higher order interactions. 
For example, subjects did better on Tapev.2 on the Black English 
contrast, "The fishes is swimming in the cold water"/"The fish" is 
swimming in the cold water" than on the corresponding standard 
English qontrast on Tape 1. Hov/evcr, subjects did better on Tape 1 
on the standard English contrast, "The sheep are jumping over a 
high fenceV'^hc sheep is jumping over a high fence" tlian on the ^ 
corresponding Black English contrast on Tape 2. The contrasts 
arc both from the same category, yet differences in comprohension 
occurred. Though the syntax of the sentences in the present study 
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was controlled, the semantic content was not controlled (nor has 
it been controlled in other studios of Black English) . The se-, 
mantic diffci;ences between stimuli seem to be especially critical 
for younger children. In the presone study , the difference in 
scores betv/een tapes was 9.5 for kindergarteners, v/hile for third- 
graders the difference was 4.2 and for sixth-graders the differ- 
eneo was only 1.0. This difference was the largest in the study 
and suggests the possibility that semantic factors may be extremely 
powerful determinants of. the language behavior of young Black 
children. The idea is consistent with current research in the 
development of language (Brown, 1973), which suggests that somantie 
factors play a large rolo early in the language acquisition pro- 
cess. 

The tape interactions sugge'st that any conclusions dravm 
from the study must bo ^alified. It does seem that the present 
results are applicable for oldc- children. The older the child, 
the loss likely that he or she v/ill be affected by spoeifie so° 
mantic factors. Consequently, in the present study, results for 
the older children were relatively unaffected by the tape inter= 
actions. The results for the young children, hewovor, arc oven 
more important. They point to the rolovanpo ©f somantie faetorc 
in the speech behavior of young Black children and indicate that 
this should be an essential and fruitful topic for future recoareh 
in Plack English. 
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Development of Linguistic Comprehension and 
Production in Lower-class Black Children 

Judy Gay and Ryan D. Tweney 
Bowling Greeri State University 

Table 1. 

Sample Stimulus Items Used in Comprehension I'aj 



Type o£ Contrast 



Af f irraative/Neg a tive 



Change in noun 



- Prepositions 



1, Present/Past 



Example in 
Black English 



in 



Practice Items 

The boy eat/ The boy 
don't eat ^ 

The girl have a dog/ 
^he girl have a cat 



Standard English 



The boy is eating/ _ 
The boy is not eating 

The girl has a dog/- 
The g irl has a cat. 



The cat in the wagon/ 
The cat outside the 
wagon 



The cat is in the 
wagon/ The cat is 
outside of the wagon 



Test Items 



The: big ball be rolling 
dovm the hill/' The big 
ball done roll down the 
hill 



The big ball is rolling 
do\m the hill/ The big 
ball rolled dovn the 
hill 



2* singular/Plural 
(Harked by inflections) 



The girlv she close, the 
door V7ith a push/ The 
girls, they closes the 
door with a push 



The girl closes the 
door with a push/ The 
girls close the door 
with a push 



3; Singular/Plural 
.(Marked by is and are ) 



4. Future/Present 



5 . Sub j ec t/Ob j ec t 
(Passive voice) 



The sheep is jumping 
over a high fence/ The 
sheeps is jumping over 
a high fence 

He gonna be picking up 
a pop bottle/ He picking 
up a pop bottle 



.The dog get chase by 
the cat/ The cat get 
chase by the dog 



The sheep is jumping 
over a high fence/ The 
sheep are jumping over 
a high fence 

He will be picking up 
a pop bottle/ He is 
picking up a pop bottle 



The dog is chased by 
the cat/ The cat is 
chased by the dog 



Indirect object/ 
Direct object 



Complex sentences 



Ask/Tell 



The girl do pull the 
wagon to the boat/ The 
girl do pull the boat 
to the wagon 

The boy that got boxes 
falling/ The boy that 
don't got no boxes 
falling 

The man ask the boy 
what to wear/ The 
man tell the boy what 
to wear 



The girl d^es pull 
the wagoft to the boat/ 
The girl does pull the 
boat to the wagon * 

The boy who has bpxeS 
is falling/ The Doy. 
who doesn ' t have Jdoxcs 
is falling 

The man asks the boy 
what '^o wear/ The man 
.tella the boy what to . 
wear| ■ 
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Table 2. 

Mean Number of Correct Response on 
The Comprehension Task (Maximum = 6) 



Black English 


contrasts 




Age 








Kindergarten 


Third 


sixth 


Mean 



1 , Singular/Plural 
(Inflections) 

2, Singular/Plural 



3.88 



5.33 



5.79 



5.00 



(Is/Are> ^ 




5^52 


5^54 


4^93 


3/ Present/Past 


3.46 


4.38 


5.33 


4.39 


4. Future/Present • . 


% 4.58 


5.29^ 


5.62 


5.16 


5 ♦ Sub ject/Ob j ec t 
(Passive) ^ V 


3.33 


4.71 


5.46 


4.50 


*■ < • 
6. Indirect object/ 
Direct* object 


3.54^ 


4.42^ 


4.88^ 


4.28 


7. Complex sentences 


4.12^ 


5.67 


5.92 ^ 


5.24 


8» Ask/Toll - - 


2.43^ 


3.38 


4.88 


3.43 


' Mean o 


3.62 


4.85 


S.43 


4.62 


. • V 

■ . ^ ^- ■ 


« 

Standard English 








1. Singular/Plural 
(Inflections) 


,3^25 


4.83^ 


5.79 


4.62 


2. Singular/Plural 
(Is/Are) ^ 


3.25 


5.00 


5.17 


4.47 


3* Present/Past 


4.00^ 


4,58^ 


a 

5.29 


4.62 



Comprehension and Productio?i . 

23 



4* Future/Present 


4.04 


5.25 


5. 38 


4.89 


5. Subject/Object ^ 
(Passive) 


3,17 


4,17 


5.38 


4 . 24 


6. Indirect object/ 
Direct object 


3.21 


4.62* 


4.92^ 


4.25 


7. Complex sentences 


4.50 


5.71 


5 . 83 


5.35 


8. Ask/Tell 
Mean 


2.21 
3.45 


3.75 
4.74 


4.83 
5.32 


3.60 
4 . 50 



from each othlr''''''^ -"'-^2''^ J^.^?! i..^'''^ J^_^^^^^^ 
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